
THE VILLANOVAN

ing out in his social activities. He attended a

dancing school (much against his father's

wishes), and helped' to establish a "Bachelors'

Club" for debating, and also found time for

further love affairs.

Burns was about twenty-five when he took

up his abode at Mossgiel, where he remained
four years. Two ..things those years and that

bare moorland farm Avitnessed—the wreck of

his hopes as a farmer and the revelation of his

genius as a poet. His favorite time for composi-

tion was at the plow. Long years afterward
his sister, Mrs. Bregg, used to tell how, when
her brother had gone forth again to field work,
she would steal up to the garret and search the

drawer of the table for the verses Robert had
newly transcribed. It was during these four

years that he composed "The Cotter's Saturday
Night." These were hard times, too, the farm
was unproductive, and Burns must indeed have
found poetry to be its own reward.

Burns was a well liked man, and his neigh-

bors were glad that such a man had come to be

a dweller in their vale. Yet the ruder country
lads and the lower peasantry, we are told, look-

ed upon him not without dread, "least he
should pickle and preserve them in sarcastic

song." Once at a gathering when two young
lads were quarreling. Burns rose up and said,

"Sit down and—— , or else I'll hang j'ou up
like potato-bogles in song tomorrow." They
immediately stopped.

There is much in Burns' poetry that is thor-

oughly his own. He brings before us charac-

ters, situations, moods—which belong to the

permanent and elemental in our nature. He is

the poet of the commonplace. Coleridge's

image of whetting the pebble to bring out its

color and brillance is particulary apt in the

case of Burns ; for it was the common if not the

commonplace that he dealt with, and his work-
manship made it sparkle like a jewel.

Too, in that aspect in which he is most
supreme, the writing of songs, he is a musician

as well as a poet. Though he made no tunes

he saved hundreds * * * saved them not merely
for the antiquary and the connoiseur but for

the great mass of lover of the sweet and simple

melody. He saved them by writing for them
fit and immortal words. It is for this, his song
writing, most of all that Scotland and the world
loves Burns. He never, save at the resolute

entreaty of a scientific musician, sacrificed

sense for sound.

Although his verse did not enjoy the great

tragic tones of Shakespeare, nor the delicate

and filmy subtleties of Shelly, but nevertheless

he could utter pathos most intolerably piercing,
and overwhelming remorse. And his composi-
tions enjoyed a fresh and inspiring gaity, roist-

ering mirth, keen irony, and a thousand phases
of passion. This he did in verse of amazing
variety—sometimes tender and caressing;
sometimes rushing like a torrent.

As heretofore mentioned Burns' long suit
was his songs. Their beauty is in their com-
pleteness and not in their extracts. However, I

may mention a few. In "As Fond Kiss," the
second stanza of which, according to Sir Walter
Scott, contains the essence of a thousand love
songs, is as follows

:

"Had we never loved sae kindly,
Had we never loved sae blindly.
Never met—or never parted,

We had ne'er been broken-hearted."

And that other type of love song, in which the

calm depth of long-wedded and happy love

utters itself, so blithely yet pathetically :

; "John Anderson, my Jo, John."

Then for comic humor of courtship, there is

—

"Duncan Gray came here to woo."
For that contented spirit which, w^hile feeling

life's troubles, yet keeps "aye a heart aboon
them a'," we have^

"Contented wi' little, and cantie w^i' mair."

For friendship rooted in the past, there is

—

"Should old acquaintance be forgot."

For wild and reckless daring, mingled wath a
dash of finer feeling, there is

—

'

' Macpherson 's Farewell.

"

For patriotic heroism

—

"Scots wha hae wi' Wallace bled."

And lastly but by no means least—a poem that

utters personal independence, and sturdy self-

assertive manhood

—

"A man 's a man for a ' that.
'

'

Burns has found a tone and words for every
mood of man's heart, he runs the wiiole key-
board of human emotions. So purified and
ennobled by Burns, these above songs embody
human feeling in its most condensed and sweet-

est essence. They appeal to all ranks, they
touch all ages. They are the things w^hich

forms Burns' most enduring claim on the

world's gratitude.


